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	YAAKOV	STARK,	“ARTIST	OF	THE	LETTER”	
Known	as	the	“Artist	of	the	letter”	by	his	peers	and	faculty,	at	the	Bezalel	Academy	of	Art,	
Jerusalem,	Yaakov	Stark,	immigrated	to	Israel	from	Galicia	in	1903	at	the	age	of	24	and	was	one	
of	the	first	10	students	to	enter	the	prestigious	Bezalel	Academy	of	Art,	Jerusalem,	in	the	
school’s	first	year	(1905).	While	at	the	academy,	Stark	excelled	in	typography,	designing	
institutional-printed	materials	in	addition	to	experimental	typography	patterning.	Displaying	
design	elements	favoured	by	the	Bezalel	Academy,	Stark’s	work	combined	European	Art	
Nouveau	style	with	local	symbols	and	text:	Islamic	Arabesque	and	Hebrew	script.	Intended	for	
decorative	wall	hanging	and	book	beautification,	his	elaborate	patterns	of	repetitive	
letterforms	were	created	using	a	systematic	formation	of	Hebrew	letters	and	vowel	characters.	
Having	studied	both	Ashkenazi	and	Sephardi	scripts,	Stark	used	his	knowledge	to	evolve	
calligraphic	Hebrew	characters	into	decorative	imagery.	Using	one	letter	for	each	design,	Stark	
multiplied	the	letterform	using	the	same	-size,	line	value,	and	weight.	The	repeated	shapes,	
positioned	next	to	one	another,	followed	a	rectilinear	or	curvilinear	path,	resulting	in	complex	
compositions	of	interlacing	letterforms.	Although	Stark’s	work	has	been	a	unique	contribution	
to	the	history	of	typography	and	design,	little	has	been	documented	on	his	practice	and	
personal	history.		
	
Three	years	prior	to	his	death,	Stark	completed	his	greatest	achievement,	the	ceiling	painting	
of	the	Andes	Synagogue	in	Jerusalem.	Built	in	1901,	the	Andes	Synagogue	supported	the	local	
Syrian	population,	which	had	immigrated	to	Eretz	Israel	during	the	19th	century.	The	rationale	
for	choosing	Stark	for	the	project	was	that	as	an	Ashkenazi	Jew	trained	in	the	modern	Avant-
Garde,	semantics,	and	aesthetics,	his	work	posed	a	juxtaposition	to	the	traditional	Mizrahi-
designed	interior	space.	The	goal	of	the	project	was	to	combine	old	and	new,	inspiring	Jewish	
identity	through	language	and	symbolism,	which	integrated	traditional	calligraphic	Hebrew	
block	script	with	Hebrew	icons.	
	
	Mizrahi	describes	those	whose	lineage	descends	from	the	Jewish	diaspora	located	in	the	
Middle	East	and	North	Africa.	Having	resided	in	Arabic	environments	since	the	fall	of	the	
second	temple,	the	Mizrahi	communities	adapted	to	the	host	Arabic	culture,	influencing	
Mizrahi	alphabetic	script,	architecture,	and	fashion.	Meanwhile,	Ashkenazi	describes	those	of	
the	Jewish	diaspora	who,	having	left	the	Middle	East	during	the	Crusades,	resided	throughout	
Europe	and	Russia.	Such	as	the	Mizrahi	community	experienced	Arabic	cultural	influence,	the	
Ashkenazi	population,	having	adapted	to	European	culture,	were	influenced	by	their	hosts	in	
linguistics,	writing,	and	book	making.	Depicting	modern	symbols	of	Zionism	and	the	new	
Jerusalem	Avant-Garde,	Stark’s	Andes	Synagogue	project	aimed	to	combine	design	elements	of	
Syrian	Mizrahi	and	European	Ashkenazi	aesthetics.	
	
Heavily	decorated	with	dark	mahogany	arches	and	moulding,	the	interior	of	the	Andes	
Synagogue	reflects	that	of	a	traditional	Syrian	synagogue:	integrating	materials	within	a	large	
open	space,	a	grand	arched	ceiling,	and	a	second-floor	balcony	for	women.	Positioned	on	the	
wall	closest	to	old	Jerusalem	is	the	(Torah)	ark,	made	of	dark	mahogany,	extending	from	the	
floor	of	the	synagogue	to	the	ceiling.	Central	within	the	space	is	the	Bema,	the	podium	where	
the	Torah	is	read,	a	circular	wooden	structure	measuring	twelve	feet	high,	with	a	canopy	
above.	Benches	and	chairs	are	placed	around	the	Bema;	right,	left,	and	back.	
	Along	the	walls,	shields	identifying	the	biblical	Twelve	Tribes	of	Israel	were	presented	with	
large	curvilinear	typographic	letterforms,	spelling	out	the	name	of	the	tribe	in	Hebrew.	
Beneath	the	text,	Stark	painted	the	flags	and	symbols,	representing	the	Tribe	as	it	written	
about	in	Torah,	but	detoured	from	the	Biblical	context	to	astronomy	by	implying	a	comparison	
between	the	Twelve	Tribes	of	Israel	to	that	of	the	twelve	signs	of	the	zodiac	when	
incorporating	the	astronomical	symbolism	within	his	design.	Stark’s	patterning	technique,	
which	he	honed	at	the	Bezalel	Academy,	was	used	to	repeat	Jewish	symbols,	the	Menorah	and	
Star	of	David,	in	order	to	form	an	ornamented,	stylized	design.	The	shades	of	green	and	blue	
used	in	the	project	flowed	with	the	natural	colours	of	the	local	environmental	signifiers,	like	
palm	trees,	plants,	and	animals.		
	
Located	on	Shiloh	Street	off	Bezalel	Street,	the	Andes	Synagogue	continues	to	serve	the	Syrian	
community,	which	has	remained	since	the	late	19th	century.	Stark’s	work	went	unnoticed	by	
the	public	until	2010,	when	the	Andes	Synagogue	underwent	conservation	and	restoration	
efforts.	Despite	Stark’s	unique	contribution	to	the	history	of	Israeli	Typography	and	Design,	
little	has	been	documented	on	his	practice	and	personal	history.	After	graduating	from	the	
Bezalel	Academy	of	Art,	Stark	taught	as	a	faculty	member	while	developing	his	professional	
studio	practice:	working	on	commissioned	projects	and	selling	handmade	images	to	locals	and	
tourists.	Despite	Stark’s	extraordinary	talent,	he	was	unable	to	support	his	family	(wife	and	
daughter)	with	his	work,	and	they	lived	in	extreme	poverty	in	a	small	apartment	near	Mahane	
Yehuda	Market	in	west	Jerusalem.	He	died	of	tuberculosis	when	he	was	34	years	old.	Other	
than	the	ceiling	project,	there	are	no	known	original	works	by	Stark,	and	all	images	that	remain	
are	from	photographic	reproductions.		
	
CONCLUSION	
The	History	of	Design/Visual	Communication	canon	used	within	the	American	university	
curriculum	focuses	on	the	progression	of	form	and	techniques	that	developed	over	time	in	
Western	Culture.	The	canon,	comprised	of	selected	works,	defined	through	a	social	elite,	
excludes	extensive	history	and	diversity	in	the	evolution	of	design.		Little	discourse	has	been	
made	concerning	visual	language	outside	the	West,	and	most	studies	and	processes	in	
typography	focus	on	mono-lingual	Latin	letterforms.	Examining	the	progression	of	Hebrew	
letterforms	and	the	work	of	Yaakov	Stark,	offers	an	alternative	perspective	in	design	studies	
from	the	introduction	of	a	lesser	known	designer	and	his	process.	As	an	Israeli	immigrant	from	
Eastern	Europe	whose	projects	centred	on	Hebrew	typography	and	the	hybridization	of	
Ashkenazi	and	Mizrahi	design,	the	reader	is	offered	a	global	perspective	in	the	study	of	Design	
and	Visual	Communication.		
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